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Predicting the unpredictable real-world
impact of ARV-based microbicides

A number of findings in the article by Wilson et al. (1), which
uses a mathematical model to examine the public health im-
pact of widespread introduction of antiretroviral (ARV)-
based microbicides, have been labeled ‘‘surprising.’’

For example, Wilson et al. (1) highlight the ‘‘paradox’’ of a
vaginal microbicide potentially benefiting more men than
women. Although the goal of microbicide development is to
fill a global gap in HIV prevention by providing women with
a method that they control, that men might benefit is neither
surprising nor unwelcome. For men to benefit, however, cer-
tain conditions must exist. First, the product must provide
bidirectional protection. Second, drug-resistant HIV must be
difficult to transmit. At present, we do not know whether ei-
ther of these conditions is met, and we will not know until
trials are undertaken involving serodiscordant couples.

The Wilson model (1) also suggests that use of an ARV-
based microbicide by HIV-positive women could result in
widespread drug resistance if the product is readily absorbed
into the bloodstream. We cannot discount that ARV-based
vaginal microbicides may be absorbed, but pharmacokinetic

studies of current topically applied products suggest that this
is not likely to the case (2–4). Once an ARV-based product is
shown to work, however, it will be important to evaluate the
impact of its use by HIV-positive women before making it
widely available.

The concerns raised in the article highlight the need to
continue developing non-ARV-based or combination prod-
ucts, developing drugs specifically for prevention, and enroll-
ing HIV-positive women in safety and bridging studies.
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